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Abstract 
The primary purpose of the study is to add to the growing literature on women in top positions with information about their personal traits and 
professional experiences. The analysis presented in this study is an examination of women superintendents and central office administrators 
through the lens of district size for certain aspects including 1) the personal data regarding political posture and their ethnicity, 2) career path 
and salary, 3) relationship with school boards.  
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1. Introduction 
Recently, educational leaders and researchers (Cooper, et al., 2000) have invested time and resources to determine strategies 
and solutions for attracting more interest in the school superintendency. However, little consideration has been given to gender 
even though there is a disproportionality of gender in educational administration (Young & McLeod, 2001; Bell & Chase, 1993). 
Researchers predicted that as more women occupied positions of assistant superintendent more women would ultimately occupy 
the top position of superintendent (Schmuck, 1982; Scherr, 1995). These predictions, however, have not come to fruition. Only a 
fraction of the superintendency positions have been filled by women compared to the greater number of women in central office 
positions in the U.S.A. It is clear that more specific information about the women in these roles is needed. 
In this paper, women in the superintendency and central office administration will be investigated through the lens of district 
size. The previous studies have confirmed that the district size, which is measured by student enrollment, has a strong impact on 
the gender balance in school administration (Brunner, Grogan, & Kim 2004; Brunner & Grogan, 2007). In general, the 
disproportionality of gender in educational leadership tends to be more serious in large districts than small districts and more 
dramatic in higher administrative positions than lower positions (Brunner et al., 2004; Shakeshaft, 1999).  
In a survey study, Fusarelli, Cooper, and Carella (2003) found that superintendents viewed districts either positively or 
negatively based on their size. Interestingly, most superintendents’ preferences were strongest about the size of district in which 
they were currently serving. Suburban districts were considered the second most attractive, with a “moderate/high” score. They 
found inner-city districts and urban districts were considered the least attractive. However, their study included only a small size 
of women in the survey sample, 12% women administrators in total, so that the findings of the study are dominated by the 
opinions of men. With this respect, it is important to look at the large sample of women in this study to see how the lens of 
district size broadens our knowledge of women in these top district positions.  
The primary purpose of the study is to add to the growing literature on women in top positions with information about their 
personal traits and professional experiences. The analysis presented in this study is an examination of women superintendents 
and central office administrators through the lens of district size in regard to certain aspects including 1) the personal data 
regarding political posture and their ethnicity, 2) career path and salary, 3) relationship with school boards.  
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2. Data source 
The American Association of School Administrators (AASA) recently commissioned a nationwide study of women in the 
superintendency and women in central office positions in order to provide the most up-to-date, comprehensive information on 
women and the superintendency. Using the AASA membership database and data from Market Data Retrieval, the leading U.S. 
provider of education mailing lists and databases, 2,500 women superintendents were identified, and sent questionnaires to them 
via mail. In addition, 3,000 surveys were sent to women holding central office positions of Assistant Superintendent or higher. 
723 superintendents and 472 central office personnel responded. Nearly 30% of the total population of women superintendents is 
thus represented in this national sample. Market Data Retrieval listed 13,728 districts in 2000. Nearly 30% of women 
superintendents and 20% of women central office administrators  participate in the survey.  
3. Results 
3. 1. Political posture 
The results regarding the political posture of women administrators are shown in Table 1. The female school administrators 
tend to prefer a democratic political platform over republican (with 52.5% responding democratic). This preference is more 
evident at the larger districts. Meanwhile, regarding political views, the majority of women administrators (63.1%) think that 
they possess moderate political opinions. The result implies that regarding political views, the number of respondents reporting a 
conservative political view increased as district size decreased. In the table, the percentages for conservative views increase in 
the smaller districts, and this increment is consistent with the preference of political party.   
 
Table 1. Political posture of female administrators 
 
Political Posture 
               District Size  
Less 1000 1000-3000 3000-10000 More 10000 Total 
 Democratic 121 (46.2) 155 (49.4) 229 (57.7) 162 (54.4) 667 (52.5) 
Political Party 
 
Republican 80 (30.5) 85 (27.1) 90 (22.7) 79 (26.5) 334 (26.3) 
Independent 61 (23.3) 74 (23.6) 78 (19.6) 57 (19.1) 270 (21.2) 
Total 262 (100) 314 (100) 397 (100) 298 (100) 1,271 (100) 
Political Views 
Liberal 51 (19.4) 78 (24.7) 90 (22.3) 68 (22.7) 287 (22.4) 
Conservative 61 (23.2) 50 (15.8) 56 (13.9) 19 (6.4) 186 (14.5) 
Moderate 151 (57.4) 188 (59.5) 257 (63.8) 212 (70.9) 808 (63.1) 
Total 263 (100) 316 (100) 403 (100) 299 (100) 1,281 (100) 
Note: The figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of that cell number (frequency). 
 
3. 2. Race and ethnicity 
As shown in Table 2, an overwhelming majority of superintendencies that women hold are occupied by White females 
(92.1%). The percentage of other ethnic groups in those positions is no more than 7.9%. Compared to the last study, The 2000 
Study of the American School Superintendency, there is no improvement in ethnic rate in the superintendency. Instead, the 
percentage of white females in the position has slightly increased from 91.6% to 92.1%. When considering district size, the 
problem of scarcity of minority female leaders becomes more serious. Minority female leaders are almost completely absent in 
the smaller districts. 
 
Table 2. Racial/ethnic group of female administrators 
 
Racial/ethnic Group 
             District Size  
Less than 1,000 1,000-3,000 30,00-10,000 More than 10,000 Total 
Black 9(3.4) 14(4.3) 19(4.7) 25(8.3) 67(5.2) 
White 247(93.6) 305(94.4) 376(92.8) 262(87.3) 1190(92.1) 
Hispanic 3(1.1) 1(0.3) 5(1.2) 8(2.7) 17(1.3) 
Native American 5(1.9) 3(0.9) 3(0.7) 1(0.3) 12(0.9) 
Asian 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 2(0.5) 1(0.3) 3(0.2) 
Pacific Island 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(0.3) 1(0.1) 
Other 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 2(0.7) 2(0.2) 
Total 264(100) 323(100) 405(100) 300(100) 1292(100) 
Note: The figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of that cell number (frequency). 
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3. 3. Careers pattern 
 
Many female superintendents (50.6%) had previously experienced a career as a teacher, principal, and central office 
administrator (See Table 3). Among those 50.6% who have had this career path before their current superintendency, 60% hold 
superintendency position in large districts. On the other hand, many superintendents who are in the small districts (38.2%) never 
had a career as a central office administrator. As a whole, the superintendents who had the central office careers amount to 70.6% 
of all those surveyed, while the superintendents who had a career as a principal amount to 59.3% of all those surveyed. When 
taking district size into account, the number of superintendents who had a career as a central office administrator is higher in the 
larger districts than the smaller districts. 
 
Table 3.Career pattern before the superintendency 

Career Pattern 
               District Size 
Less 1,000 1,000-3,000 3,000-10,000 More 10,000 Total 
Teacher/Principal/Central Office 83 (36.4) 112 (55.4) 113 (57.7) 57 (60.0) 365 (50.6) 
Principal/Central Office 6 (2.6) 2 (1.0) 4 (2.0) 0 (0.0) 12 (1.7) 
Teacher/Central Office 19 (8.3) 34 (16.8) 43 (21.9) 26 (27.4) 122 (16.9) 
Teacher/Principal 77 (33.8) 21 (10.4) 18 (9.2) 2 (2.1) 118 (16.4) 
Central Office only 3 (1.3) 1 (0.5) 3 (1.5) 3 (3.2) 10 (1.4) 
Principal only 2 (0.9) 2 (1.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 4 (0.6) 
Teacher only 8 (3.5) 1 (0.5) 2 (1.0) 0 (0.0) 11 (1.5) 
Other 30 (13.2) 29 (14.4) 13 (6.6) 7 (7.4) 79 (11.0) 
Total 228 (100) 202 (100) 196 (100) 95 (100) 721 (100) 
Note: The figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of that cell number (frequency). 

3. 4. Salary 
 
When comparing the salary of top school administrators, there is a large salary difference according to district size 
(performance bonuses are not included in the salary). Considering district size, 85.2% of superintendent in large districts make 
more than $100,000 per year, while about 80% of superintendents in small districts make below $100,000 per year (see Table 4). 
Among the central office administrators in large districts, 62.6% make more than $100,000, but only 17.2% of central office 
administrators in small districts make more than $100,000 per year. While 51.6% of superintendents make more than $100,000 
per year, 46.4% of central office administrators earn the same amount of money. 
 
Table 4. Current annual salary by district size 
 
 Salary 
                  District Size  
Less 1,000 1,000-3,000 3,000-10,000 More10,000 Total 
Central Office 
Administrators 
25K or Less 2(5.7) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(0.5) 3(0.5) 
25K-50K 4(11.4) 2(1.7) 2(1.0) 3(1.5) 11(1.9) 
50K-75K 15(42.9) 33(27.5) 25(12.1) 10(4.9) 83(14.7) 
75K-100K 8(22.9) 53(44.2) 83(40.1) 62(30.5) 206(36.5) 
100K-125K 5(14.3) 20(16.7) 72(34.8) 87(42.9) 184(32.6) 
125K-150K 0(0.0) 9(7.5) 23(11.1) 37(18.2) 69(12.2) 
150K-175K 1(2.9) 3(2.5) 1(0.5) 2(1.0) 7(1.2) 
175K-200K 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(0.5) 0(0.0) 1(0.2) 
200K-225K 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(0.5) 1(0.2) 
Superintendent 25K or Less 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 0(0.0) 1(1.1) 1(0.1) 
 
25K-50K 9(3.9) 0(0.0) 2(1.0) 2(2.1) 13(1.8) 
50K-75K 76(33.2) 10(5.0) 7(3.6) 1(1.1) 94(13.1) 
75K-100K 98(42.8) 95(47.5) 37(19.0) 10(10.5) 240(33.4) 
100K-125K 34(14.8) 65(32.5) 74(37.9) 23(24.2) 196(27.3) 
125K-150K 10(4.4) 15(7.5) 44(22.6) 33(34.7) 102(14.2) 
150K-175K 1(0.4) 10(5.0) 23(11.8) 15(15.8) 49(6.8) 
175K-200K 0(0.0) 2(1.0) 6(3.1) 7(7.4) 15(2.1) 
200K-225K 1(0.4) 2(1.0) 1(0.5) 2(2.1) 6(0.8) 
225K-250K 0(0.0) 1(0.5) 0(0.0) 1(1.1) 2(0.3) 
Note: The figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of that cell number (frequency). 
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3. 5. Boards’ primary expectations 
As seen in Table 5, many superintendents considered that they were hired to act as educational leader (46.3%). Among the 
superintendents who head larger districts, 51.6% think of themselves as an educational leader, and 15.4 % consider themselves as 
a school reform leader, followed by political leader, managerial leader, and community leader. On the other hand, 42.1% of 
superintendents in small districts think that they were hired for accomplishing their duties as a managerial leader, 39% think of 
themselves as an educational leader, followed by political leader, school reform leader, and community leader. Clearly, there are 
some differences in the priority of leadership style between large and small districts according to what superintendents perceive 
as their board’s primary expectations.  
 
Table 5. Boards’ primary expectation of superintendent 
 
Boards Expectation of superintendent 
             District Size  
Less 1000  1000-3000   3000-10000 More 10000 Total 
Educational Leader 89 (39) 94 (47) 98 (51.6) 47 (51.6) 328 (46.3) 
Political Leader 18 (7.9) 23 (11.5) 28 (14.7) 12 (13.2) 81 (11.4) 
Managerial Leader 96(42.1) 46 (23) 24 (12.6) 7 (7.7) 173 (24) 
School Reform Leader 12 (5.3) 20 (10) 24 (12.6) 14 (15.4) 70 (9.9) 
Community Leader 6 (2.6) 6 (3) 8 (4.2) 7 (7.7) 27 (3.8) 
Other 7 (3.1) 11 (5.5) 8 (4.2) 4 (4.4) 30 (4.2) 
Total 228 (100) 200 (100) 190 (100) 91 (100) 709 (100) 
Note: The figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of that cell number (frequency). 
3. 6. Who develops policy 
As for the question of who develops policy, there are some differences of opinion between central office administrators and 
superintendents. On the one hand, 33.3% of central office administrators reported that central office staffs develop the policy for 
their school district, and 32.4% indicated “shared responsibility.” Only 17% reported that superintendents develop policy. On the 
other hand, 37.6% of superintendents responded to “shared responsibility” and 35.4% reported that the superintendents usually 
develop the school district policy. Only 11.1% reported that central office staffs develop policy and policy options in their 
district.  
However, considering district size, the results can be interpreted in another way. As seen in Table 6, while in small districts 
the percentages of the responses for “central office staff” drop rapidly to 8.6% and 2.2% in each case, the percentage of the 
responses for “superintendents” increases. In contrast, the percentages of the response for “superintendent” in large districts 
decrease to 14.6% and 20.6% in the cases of both central office administrators and superintendents. These results reveal a 
relation between policy development and district size: as districts get smaller, the view that superintendents develop policy is 
most common perception of the respondents.  
 
Table 6. Who develops policy 
 
 
Who develop policy 
                                 District Size  
 Less 1000 1000-3000 3000-10000 More 10000 Total 
Central Office 
Administrators 
Principals 1(2.9) 0(0) 0(0) 1(0.5) 2(0.4) 
Central office staff 3(8.6) 22(18.3) 79(37.6) 84(42.2) 188(33.3) 
Superintendent 9(25.7) 26(21.7) 32(15.2) 29(14.6) 96(17) 
School board 5(14.3) 19(15.8) 30(14.3) 23(11.6) 77(13.7) 
School broad chair 0(0) 1(0.8) 0(0) 2(1) 3(0.5) 
Shared responsibility 17(48.6) 48(40) 62(29.5) 56(28.1) 183(32.4) 
Other 0(0) 4(3.3) 7(3.3) 4(2) 15(2.7) 
 Total 35(100) 120(100) 210(100) 199(100) 564(100) 
Superintendents 
Principals 2(09) 2(1) 1(0.5) 0(0) 5(0.7) 
Central office staff 5(2.2) 9(4.5) 43(22.3) 22(23.7) 79(11.1) 
Superintendent 107(47.1) 75(37.9) 51(26.4) 19(20.4) 252(35.4) 
School board 26(11.5) 26(13.1) 23(11.9) 8(8.6) 83(11.7) 
School broad chair 4(1.8) 2(1.0) 0(0) 3(3.2) 9(1.3) 
Shared responsibility 74(32.6) 79(39.9) 73(37.8) 41(44.1) 267(37.6) 
Other 9(4) 5(2.5) 2(1) 0(0) 16(2.3) 
 Total 227(100) 198(100) 193(100) 93(100) 711(100) 
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Note: The figures in parenthesis indicate the percentage of that cell number (frequency). 
4. Conclusion 
This study has offered a beginning look at how the lens of district size broadens our understanding of and knowledge about 
women in top district administration positions. If we wish to attract women to these roles, we must understand the range of 
differences across women who do aspire, who are positioned to aspire, and/or who might be persuaded to aspire. The study 
provides several examples of differences in top district administration that are revealed when the data is disaggregated by district 
size.  
In regards to personal characteristics, the women administrators in the study tended to prefer a democratic platform over 
republican and the majority of them think that they possess moderate political opinions. The study finds an incremental 
percentage of conservative political views in the smaller districts. Concerning racial/ethnic groups, in the smaller districts 
minority female leaders are almost wholly lacking. When focusing on career paths and experiences, the result reveals that many 
superintendents (50.6%) had experienced careers as a teacher, principal and central office administrator. The number of 
superintendents who had a career as a central office administrator is higher in the larger districts than the smaller districts.  
As for the salary of school administrators, the study finds that there is a large salary gap according to district size. 85.2% of 
superintendent in large districts make more than $100,000 per year, but about 80% of superintendents in small districts make 
below $100,000 per year. In addition, while 51.6% of superintendents can make more than $100,000 per year, 46.4% of central 
office administrators can make that amount of money. 
When considering the top administrators’ relationship with boards, among the superintendents who head larger districts, 
51.6% think of themselves as an educational leader. In small districts, 42.1% of superintendents think they were hired for 
accomplishing their duties as a managerial leader. Regarding policy development, it is evident when the districts get smaller, the 
perception that the superintendent develops policy increases, and as district size increases, the perceptions that the superintendent 
develops policy decreases.  
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